
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023 Mater. Horiz., 2023, 10, 4389–4397 |  4389

Cite this: Mater. Horiz., 2023,

10, 4389

Anion-induced robust ferroelectricity in sulfurized
pseudo-rhombohedral epitaxial BiFeO3 thin films
via polarization rotation†
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Polarization rotation caused by various strains, such as substrate

and/or chemical strain, is essential to control the electronic structure

and properties of ferroelectric materials. This study proposes anion-

induced polarization rotation with chemical strain, which effectively

improves ferroelectricity. A method for the sulfurization of BiFeO3

thin films by introducing sulfur anions is presented. The sulfurized

films exhibited substantial enhancement in room-temperature ferro-

electric polarization through polarization rotation and distortion,

with a 170% increase in the remnant polarization from 58 to

100.7 lC cm�2. According to first-principles calculations and the

results of X-ray absorption spectroscopy and high-angle annular

dark-field scanning transmission electron microscopy, this enhance-

ment arose from the introduction of S atoms driving the re-

distribution of the lone-pair electrons of Bi, resulting in the rotation

of the polarization state from the [001] direction to the [110] or [111]

one. The presented method of anion-driven polarization rotation

might enable the improvement of the properties of oxide materials.

Introduction
Tuning the polarization state is crucial for modifying the ferro-
electric and piezoelectric properties of ferroelectric thin films. In
particular, regulating the polarization direction is important for
achieving tunable polarization values, energy storage, and piezo-
electric response.1,2 For instance, polarization rotation can
enhance the piezoelectric properties of PbTiO3, K1�xNaxNbO3,
BiFeO3 (BFO), and other systems.3–6 The fast polarization rota-
tion induced by the low energy barrier of polar nanoregions
significantly contributes to the decent energy storage properties
of NaNbO3-based ceramics.7 BFO, a lead-free multifunctional
perovskite-type (ABO3) ferroelectric material with large polariza-
tion, has seen unexpected advances in its synthesis, structure,
ferromagnetic, and ferroelectric properties.8–12 The ferroelectri-
city of bulk BFO is a consequence of the presence of lone pair
electrons on Bi3+ cations, which create local dipole moments due
to the asymmetric electronic charge distribution around the Bi
sites.13,14 Thus, the controlled rotation or distortion of the local
dipole in BFO thin films may induce their polarization mutation,
allowing for new states of matter and phenomena.

A prominent example is the biaxial strain from the
substrate,15,16 which is based on lattice mismatch to apply
epitaxial biaxial strain on films and has been successfully used
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New concepts
BiFeO3 (BFO), a perovskite-type material, has been extensively studied
due to its high Curie temperature and large spontaneous polarization.
While much attention has been given to modifying the ferroelectric
properties of BFO thin films by replacing A-site (Bi) and/or B-site (Fe)
cations, the effect of anion-site substitution remains unexplored. Thus, a
feasible anion-induced strain engineering was proposed. The polarization
state was tuned by anion-induced strain for achieving enhanced
polarization, which has been supported by density functional theory
calculations and a comprehensive set of measurements. The anion-
driven polarization rotation presents enormous potential in other
perovskite-type oxide materials, paving the way for a new generation of
multifunctional materials with exceptional performance.
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to deform or distort the lattice for novel features. For example,
single-phase BFO thin films have been epitaxially grown on
single crystal SrTiO3 (STO) (100) by pulsed laser deposition,17

which exhibits a tetragonal-like (T0) phase (space group P4mm)
structure with an axial ratio (c/a) of 1.016 and a small mono-
clinic distortion of B0.51 owing to substrate compressive
stress. This also inspired others to prepare epitaxial BFO
thin films onto LaAlO3 (LAO) substrates with highly mis-
matched lattice parameters, possessing a pure T0-phase BFO
thin film (c/a = 1.24) with a large compressive epitaxial strain
of B4.5%.18 At the same time, epitaxial films with different
orientations can also be realized by different biaxial strains of
various substrate orientations, realizing the control of the polar-
ization rotation.19,20 Another effective route is the chemical
strain from composition substitution.6,21 It turns the crystal
symmetry from the rhombohedral phase of pure BFO into
another structure. It has been reported that replacing A-sites of
BFO thin films with rare earth elements, such as Sm and Gd, can
alter their structure from a ferroelectric rhombohedral phase
into a paraelectric orthorhombic phase.22 Moreover, researchers
have tried to replace Fe ions with elements having a larger ionic
radius, expecting larger c/a ratio and better performance. For
instance, the B-sites of epitaxial BFO thin films have been
substituted with cobalt, resulting in structural distortion from
MC-type monoclinic to MA-type monoclinic, and enhancing the
piezoelectric response in the MC-phase via polarization
rotation.23 While much attention has been given to modifying
the ferroelectric properties of BFO thin films by replacing A-site
(Bi) and/or B-site (Fe) cations, there have been few attempts to
substitute the O-sites with other anions.

Studies of the effects of anion substitution in various oxide
perovskites on the crystal structure, electrons, and properties
are few and far between in the past few decades, compared with
cation substitution. The common anions used to replace oxygen
have been reported to include mainly F, Cl, C, N, S, etc.24,25 The
different valences, electronegativities, and ionic radii of hetero-
anions should affect the crystal/electronic structure of BFO thin
films. Furthermore, anions hybridize with both A- and B-sites in
perovskite oxide, so anion substitution makes it easier to reg-
ulate chemical strain. Since sulfur (3s23p4) has the same number
of valence electrons as oxygen (2s22p4), the substitution of
S atoms on the O-sites is conducive to avoiding the introduction
of undesirable holes or defects.26,27 Morever, first-principles
calculations have shown that the replacement of O ions by S
ones drives the increase of polarization and optical absorption in
PbTiO3,28 BiCoO3,29 and KNbO3.27 However, the synthesis of
high-quality single-crystal epitaxial films is hindered by the
volatility of the S atoms, and the effect of sulfide on the ferro-
electric properties in epitaxial films is unclear.

Here, to the best of our knowledge, we investigated for the
first time the polarization rotation of anion sulfurization driven
in the system of BFO. The high-quality sulfurized BFO epitaxial
thin films can be grown via a two-step method. Our findings
show that the sulfurization significantly enhances the macro-
scopic ferroelectricity of BFO thin films by 1.74 times, with the
remnant polarization Pr increasing from 58.0 mC cm�2 in

pristine BFO thin films to a remarkable 100.7 mC cm�2 in
sulfurized BFO thin films. The substantial increase in the macro-
scopic ferroelectric properties has been confirmed by the optical
second-harmonic generation (SHG). Moreover, high-energy syn-
chrotron X-ray absorption spectroscopy (XAS), scanning transmis-
sion electron microscopy (STEM), high-angle annular dark-field
(HAADF) STEM, and Raman spectroscopy measurements revealed
polarization rotation and electronic reconstruction induced by
sulfurization. The current study indicates sulfurization as a
potential method to increase polarity in epitaxial BFO films, which
may be also applicable to other perovskite-type oxide materials.

Results and discussion

Because ferroelectricity in BFO is mainly driven by the 6s2 lone-
pair electrons of Bi3+, we visualized how the lone-pair electrons
break the inversion symmetry using the electron localization
function (ELF) obtained from first-principles density functional
theory (DFT) calculations. The ELF has been widely used to
study the ferroelectric and chemical properties of ferroelectrics
and polar metals,30–32 which indicates the degree of localiza-
tion of the electronic density in a material. It is a real-valued
function with values between 0 and 1, where large values
indicate a high localization degree. In the DFT calculations, a
40-atom pseudo-cubic BFO model with initial polarization
along [001] is considered, which can accommodate various
displacement patterns and octahedral rotations. BFO showed
G-type antiferromagnetic (G-AFM) ordering below the Néel
temperature (640 K); hence, this ordering was used in the
DFT calculations. By constraining the space group to P4mm,
according to Wang et al.,17 the polarization of BFO was calcu-
lated to be around 60 mC cm�2, which is consistent with the
formerly reported values of 50–60 mC cm�2. To simulate a BFOS
thin film, we adopted the virtual crystal approximation (VCA)
method, which can avoid the need to generate and study large
supercells containing many disorder or dopant atoms, because
it is precise in addressing the total energy and polarization
displacements in ferroelectrics.33 Further details of our DFT
calculations are available in the ESI.† Fig. 1(A) shows the ELF of
the BFO and BFOS thin films, where the isovalue was set to
0.92. As expected, in both cases, the ELF is close to 1 because
the lone-pair electrons do not participate in the chemical
bonding and are highly localized around the Bi atoms. In
BFO, the ELF of the lone-pair electrons is primarily on one
side of the Bi ions along the [001] direction, causing inversion
symmetry breaking and the resulting ferroelectric polarization
in that direction. As for ELF of BFOS with [111] polarization, the
lone-pair electrons are unevenly distributed by one side of the
Bi ions along the [111] direction, which drives the inversion
symmetry breaking and the consequent polarization displace-
ments along that direction. This ELF comparison suggests that
the introduction of S atoms drives the re-distribution of the
lone-pair electrons of Bi and a rotation of the polarization
vector, in turn, plays important roles in determining the
macroscopic properties of oxide perovskites. Therefore, our
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calculations demonstrate that introducing S-atoms in BFO-
based films is an effective strategy to achieve new states of
matter and phenomena.

Fig. 1(B) displays the total energy and corresponding ferro-
electric polarization of BFOS for different polarization directions,
as well as the corresponding optimized crystal structures in the
inset. In comparison to the pristine BFO model with a polariza-
tion of approximately 60.0 mC cm�2 (marked by the dashed arrow
in Fig. 1(B)) along the [001] direction, the [111] polarization state
of BFOS has the lowest energy and is most energetically favored,
followed by the [110] polarization state with an energy of only
10 meV per atom higher. The ferroelectric polarizations of the
[111] and [110] polarization states are 133 and 93 mC cm�2,
respectively. Therefore, these results suggest that introducing
sulfur into BFO not only drive polarization rotation, deviating
from the original [001] polarization state in pure BFO, but can
also lead to a significant enhancement of the ferroelectricity.

To experimentally confirm our calculation results, a surface
sulfidation34 treatment was used for preparing BFOS thin films.
First, epitaxial BFO thin films were grown on a (001)-oriented
LAO substrate with an intermediate conducting (001)-oriented
SrRuO3 (SRO) buffer layer through radio frequency magnetron
sputtering. Then, a thiourea solution was spin-coated on the
surface of the prepared BFO thin films followed by pyrolysis
and annealing to obtain BFOS thin films. The crystalline quality
and strain of the thin films were determined by X-ray diffracto-
metry (XRD) and synchrotron X-ray reciprocal-space mapping
(RSM).35 Fig. 2(A) confirms the epitaxial growth of BFO and BFOS
along the c-oriented on SRO/LAO, where no second phase was
observed, indicating high phase purity of the films. The (00l)
peaks originating from the c-oriented epitaxial BFOS thin film

showed an unexpected shift toward a larger 2y degree, exhibiting
a reduced out-of-plane lattice parameter compared to those from
the BFO one. The RSM around (103) reflections of the BFO and
BFOS thin films was performed to further investigate their crystal
structure (Fig. 2(B)). The results confirmed that the out-of-plane
lattice of BFOS achieved the expected compression under sulfur-
ization, with a 0.5% weakening of the stress state compared to
BFO. Moreover, F scans of the BFO and BFOS (101) planes certify
that the epitaxial growth relationship was not disrupted after
sulfurization (Fig. 2(C)). Direct evidence for the heteroepitaxial
structures of BFO(BFOS)/SRO/LAO was provided by spherical-
aberration-corrected HAADF Z-contrast STEM images (Fig. S1,
ESI†). Moreover, the partial in-plane relaxation of the lattice
parameters of BFO was also explored via RSM (Fig. 2(B)), revealing
that the biaxial strain was released in BFO thin films. This mainly
originated from the lattice mismatches of SRO (3.93 Å) and LAO
(3.79 Å).36 Therefore, we directly derived the lattice parameters of
the films from the HAADF images. Fig. 2(D) and (G) clearly show
both the A- and B-site cations, and their long-range ordered
atomic arrangement indicates an excellent crystalline quality;
the average crystal interplanar spacing of the BFO and BFOS thin
films was measured through intensity profiles along a (Fig. 2(E)
and (H)) and c (Fig. 2(F) and (I)) in a randomly selected area
marked by orange and yellow lines, respectively. We took the
average values of the a and c parameters for the strain analysis,
whose results indicate that the c/a of the epitaxial films decreases
from 1.048 to 1.004 after sulfurization. They also revealed the
role of sulfurization in the initial structure of the BFO thin
films, which introduced compressive and tensile strains along
the c and a direction, respectively. A more specific description
of the structural distortion is discussed below. To demonstrate the
successful sulfurization of the BFO thin films, we performed
STEM energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDXS) mapping and
XAS analysis to confirm the presence of S in the BFOS thin film. In
the STEM-EDXS map displayed in Fig. 2(J), the S atoms are
randomly distributed in the epitaxial film, indicating effective
sulfurization. More importantly, the XAS spectrum of BFOS
exhibited a notable S L-edge, which was not observed in BFO
(Fig. 2(K)), further confirming the successful sulfurization. We
obtained the content of S in the BFOS films of B0.58% by using
STEM-EDXS (Fig. S2, ESI†). The results show that the content of S
in the BFOS films is about 0.58% and the molecular formula is
BFO2.983S0.017. It is known that the Goldschmidt tolerance factor
(t) can predict stability and distortion of the crystal structure of
ABO3 perovskite materials. The t is defined by the expression

t ¼ rA þ rO

2
p

rB þ rOð Þ
, where rA, rB, and rO are the ionic radii of the

corresponding ions. Based on the above results, the t of the
sulfurized film is 0.8401 similar to that of the pure BFO film
(0.8402), which is in the range of 0.77 to 1.11, indicating that the
structure can exist stably. We have measured the XRD pattern of
BFO and BFOS films at different temperatures. The temperature-
dependent XRD patterns (Fig. S3, ESI†) show good thermal
stability of the films.

The chemical strain engineering can induce structural dis-
tortion with the distortion of oxygen octahedra and effectively

Fig. 1 Theoretical calculation of the effect on polarization vector via
introduction of S atoms. (A) Visualization of lone-pair electron Bi sites in
pristine BiFeO3 (BFO) and sulfurized BiFeO3 (BFOS) based on the electron
localization function. (B) Total energy and ferroelectric polarization (P) as a
function of the ferroelectric polarization orientation of BFOS.
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modulate the ferroelectric polarization of BFO-based thin films.
Therefore, previously unknown effects on ferroelectric proper-
ties can be expected in BFOS thin films. We measured the
systematic ferroelectric polarization–electric field loops of the
thin films (Fig. 3(A)), finding that the sulfurization gave a boost
to Pr from 58 to 100.7 mC cm�2 and a substantial increase in the
switching current. Note that the Pr of the two thin film types
was measured at the same voltage with a positive-up negative-
down (PUND) pulse sequence (Fig. S4, ESI†). The raw data
ferroelectric hysteresis loops of the BFO and BFOS films are
shown in Fig. S5 (ESI†). To better reflect the authenticity of
these results, we analyzed the ferroelectric signals of different
regions. Fig. 3(B) shows the statistical Pr distribution, with an

average Pr value of 98.9 mC cm�2 for BFOS thin film, superior to
that of the BFO one (58.3 mC cm�2). By combining the experi-
mental results with the first-principles calculations, we con-
jecture that the enhanced polarization may originate from the
rotation of the polarization direction toward the [110] or [111]
direction or a combination of the two. Then, to explore the
performance of the BFO and BFOS thin films within ferro-
electric device structures, we conducted retention measure-
ments for Pt/BFO(BFOS)/SRO/LAO heterostructures (Fig. 3(C)).
The retention results suggested that the DP [DP = Prt (switched
polarization) � Prn (non-switched polarization)] of the films
slightly reduced for up to 50 ms when the experiment was
terminated, indicating the strong stability of the Pr against the

Fig. 2 Crystal structure and chemical characterization of BiFeO3 (BFO) and sulfurized BFO (BFOS) thin films. (A) X-ray diffractograms and (B) synchrotron
X-ray reciprocal-space mappings of BFO and BFOS. (C) F scans normal to the (101) plane of BFO, BFOS, and LaAlO3 (LAO), respectively. (D) and
(G) Atomic-scale HAADF-STEM images of BFO and BFOS thin films, six sets of interplanar spacing along (E,H) a and (F,I) c measured directly. (J) Cross-
sectional scanning electron micrograph and energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy elemental maps of a BFOS thin film on an LAO substrate
(SRO:SrRuO3). (K) X-ray absorption S L-edge of BFO and BFOS.
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retention time. As shown in Fig. S6(A) and (B) (ESI†), the
dielectric constants (er) and loss tangents (tan d) of BFO and
BFOS were measured at room temperature as a function of
frequency ranging from 1 kHz to 100 kHz. The dielectric
constants of BFO at various frequencies are higher than those
of BFOS. When the frequency increases to 106 Hz, the dielectric
loss has an evident increase, and the dielectric constant has an
obvious decrease. As shown in Fig. S6(C) (ESI†), the leakage
current density of BFO is slightly lower than that of BFOS films.

Optical second-harmonic generation (SHG) was also used to
semi-quantitatively characterize the polarization. In general,
the media can only produce a SH signal if the spatial-inversion
symmetry is broken.37–39 In solid materials, there are two
common cases in which spatial-inversion symmetry is broken,
either at the surface (interface) or in the presence of ferro-
electric order of the medium. BFO-based ferroelectric films, as
typical ferroelectric materials, undergo local spatial-inversion
symmetry breaking in their unit cells due to a displacement
between the A-site ions and FeO6 octahedra;40 thus, the polar-
ization P change with the film can be obtained by detecting the
SH signal.41 As depicted in Fig. 3(D)–(F), we determined the
SHG intensity ISHG of the BFO and BFOS thin films, as well as
their polarization dependence on the incident light. Fig. 3(D)
shows a violent increment in ISHG after sulfurization. Consider-
ing the ISHG proportional to the square of the P (ISHG p

|P|2),42,43 it reveals a B2.12 times increase in P of sulfurized
thin films and still confirms strongly the promotion of polar-
ization enhancement of epitaxial BFO thin films by sulfuriza-
tion. We also recorded the rotational anisotropy SHG patterns
of the BFO and BFOS thin films (Fig. 3(E) and (F)). The s-out
and p-out configurations during the measurement denote the

arrangements where the analyzer polarization is vertical and
parallel to the incident light field, respectively. After fitting the
polarization angle dependence curves, both the s- and p-out
patterns exhibited a large and a small pair of peaks, indicating
that both BFO and BFOS have dual rotational symmetry.
However, there was a noticeable difference in ISHG between
the two thin films; this further demonstrates that sulfurization
induces an increase in the electric dipole moment within BFO,
resulting in the enhancement of the ferroelectricity.

To obtain a better understanding of the microscopic
mechanisms behind the enhanced ferroelectric properties
observed in the sulfurized BFO film, an atomic-scale micro-
structure analysis was performed via spherical-aberration-
corrected HAADF-STEM. Fast Fourier transform (FFT) patterns
(Fig. S7, ESI†) showed that the tilt angle (b) changed from 89.81
to 90.81 after sulfurization, indicating the tendency of the thin
films to shift toward the rhombohedral phase and providing
evidence for a lower c/a. More significantly, we found the
nuance of Fe ions in the sulfurization thin films compared to
the BFO ones after detailed image inspections (Fig. 4(A) and
(C)). As sulfidation proceeded, Fe ions were offset from their
original positions and the distortion of the FeO6 octahedron
emerged. For a more visual representation of why the Fe ions
are deflected, Fig. 4(B) and (D) schematize the following atomic
structures. The original unit cell is subjected to compressive
strain in the out-of-plane direction and tensile stress in the in-
plane direction under sulfurization. To reach a new structural
equilibrium, the Fe ions are deflected under the action of these
two stresses, which increases also the relative displacement of Bi
ions to the FeO6 octahedra; this induces polarization rotation
and a shift of the central charge position, enhancing the local

Fig. 3 Ferroelectric properties of BiFeO3 (BFO) and sulfurized BFO (BFOS) thin films. (A) Positive-up negative-down measurements of BFO and BFOS at
a frequency of 5 kHz. (B) Statistical remnant polarization (Pr) distribution for BFO and BFOS. (C) Retention measurements on Pt/BFO(BFOS)/SrRuO3/
LaAlO3. (D) SHG intensity of BFO and BFOS, and their SHG patterns with the (E) s-out and (F) p-out configurations. The scattered points are experimental
data, and the orange and blue lines are fitted to BFOS and BFO experimental data, respectively.
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dipole moment. We determined the structural domain structure
based on HAADF-STEM. We found that the domain may shift
from 1081 to 1091 or 711 domains in the BFOS film after
sulfurization by observing the polar nano-regions (Fig. S8, ESI†).
Meanwhile, we can observe an increase in the coercive voltage of
the BFOS film (Fig. S5, ESI†), which further confirms the change
in domain structure. It is in agreement with previous reports that
the 1801 domain switching dominates at lower bias voltages,
while 711 and 1091 switching at higher voltages.44,45 Further-
more, we plotted the polarization direction of the Fe ions and the
maps of c/a contour plots of the unit cells as superimposed to a
HAADF-STEM image taken along the [001] zone axis. The polar-
ization direction within the BFO (Fig. 4(E)) and BFOS (Fig. 4(G))
thin films is marked by a yellow arrow, which directly indicates
the polar distortions along the direction of [001] to the [110] and
[111] under the effect of sulfurization. The results, as expected,
coincide with our conjecture and the calculated trend. Through
experiments and the first-principles calculations, previous stu-
dies reported an increase in the polarization values of pristine
BFO as the polarization direction changes from [001] to [110] and
[111].14,20 Hence, we can deduce that the polarization rotation
is likely the dominant factor causing polarization enhancement
in the new sulfurized method. Moreover, the comparison in
Fig. 4(F) and (H) demonstrates that the c/a of BFOS thin films

tends to decrease and approach 1 under sulfurization, similar to
the above results, which means that their in-plane stress is
released and shifts to the possible monoclinic pseudo-cubic
structure. Therefore, we can conclude that the factor causing
the polarization rotation is the in-plane tensile stress caused by
sulfurization.

Additional information about the lattice dynamics and
interactions between the electron orbitals of the investigated
films was obtained by Raman spectroscopy and XAS. If the FeO6

octahedra produce distortion by sulfurization, the coupling
between phonon and lattice symmetry in the Raman spectrum
will change accordingly. As both the epitaxial BFO and BFOS
thin films have a monoclinic pseudo-cubic structure and a four-
axis symmetry, their structure can be expressed as G = 3A1 + B1 +
4E,46 where the singly degenerate A1 modes are z-directional
while the doubly degenerate E modes are xy-plane polarized.47

The peaks observed at 121.5, 138.8, 168.0, and 215.9 cm�1 in the
Raman spectra can be assigned to the E(1TO), A1(1TO), A1(2TO),
and A1(3TO) modes, respectively (Fig. 5(A)). Moreover, the Bi–O
bonds are associated with low-frequency modes (below 170 cm�1)
and the vibrating mode near 215 cm�1 related to FeO6 octahedra.48

Compared with the BFO thin film, the difference at the E(1TO) and
A1(1TO) peaks in the BFOS spectrum illustrates a sulfurization-
induced change in the vibration mode of the Bi–O bonds. In
particular, the lowest-frequency E(1TO) peak can be clearly
observed in the BFOS spectrum, and it might have resulted from
the structural distortion of the thin film toward the monoclinic
pseudo-cubic structure, leading to a reduction of the A1(1TO)
mode intensity. Besides, the A1(3TO) peak tended to move to
higher frequencies after sulfurization, indicating the presence of
tensile stress; this is also consistent with the shift of the Fe 2p
energy level toward lower energies, while both the Bi 4f and the
oxygen energy levels of the BFOS thin film shifted toward higher
energies (Fig. S9, ESI†). These results confirm significant changes
in the lattice dynamics due to the offset of Fe ions, which is further
important evidence for the rotation of the polarization state.

Polarization distortion or rotation in oxide perovskite films is
often accompanied by a change in the electronic structure.49–51

XAS is an important tool for the characterization of the electronic
structure, and studies on PbTiO3,52 BaTiO3,53 SmFeO3,54 etc. have
demonstrated its important role in the analysis of polarity
changes. Therefore, the origin of the enhanced ferroelectric
properties in BFOS thin films with polarization distortion relative
to the initial BFO can also be traced using XAS. According to the
crystal field theory, in an ideal FeO6 octahedron with a cubic
structure, the 5-times-degenerate 3d orbitals of Fe atoms split into
doublet eg and triplet t2g levels (Fig. 5(B)). For BFO thin films with
a pseudo-cubic structure, the degenerate orbitals further split due
to the Jahn–Teller effect,55 the doublet eg further splits into dx2�y2

and d3z2�r2, and the triplet t2g splits into dxy, dxz, and dzx. Based on
the above discussion, the compressive and tensile strains are
introduced along the out-of-plane and in-plane directions, respec-
tively, due to the sulfurization. Moreover, the Fe ions shift along
the [110] or [111] direction with distortion of the FeO6 octahedra,
resulting in the rotation of the polarization. Therefore, the Fe
coordination environments in BFO and BFOS thin films will

Fig. 4 Microscopic origin of robust ferroelectric properties. High-resolution
transmission electron micrograph along the a-axis of the (A) BiFeO3 (BFO)
and (C) sulfurized BFO (BFOS) thin films, with the corresponding atomic
schematics in (B) and (D) along the a-axis, where the sulfur-containing unit
cells are marked by the dashed circles. (E) and (G) The polarization and (F) and
(H) maps of c/a contour plots of the BFO and BFOS unit cells.
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change, as explored by the XAS O K-edge and Fe L-edge spectra.
In general, the splitting of both eg and t2g should decrease with
the reduced c/a. However, the difference in energy by subtracting
the intensity of BFO from that of BFOS increases at first, then
decreases, and increases at last, suggesting an increasing split of
t2g (eg) for the BFOS films (Fig. 5(C)). This subsequently proves
that the BFO thin films transform into a monoclinic pseudo-cubic
structure with small c/a ratio under sulfidation, resulting in
increased lattice distortion. Moreover, Fe–O/S bonds (the O/S
atoms along the ab-plane of the octahedron) increase because
of the polarization rotation toward the [110] or [111] direction,
weakening the coupling between Fe 3d d3z2�r2 (dxz and dzx) and
O 2p. Fig. 5(D) displays a similar trend for the XAS Fe L-edge
spectra. More importantly, it has also been supported by the
weakening of the Fe 2p energy level (Fig. S9, ESI†). Therefore, the
main reason for the observed ferroelectric enhancement lies in
the polarity distortion caused by the polarization rotation under
the effect of sulfurization in BFOS thin films.

Conclusion

In summary, we successfully prepared epitaxial S-substituted
BFO thin films through a feasible approach. We got direct
evidence of largely enhanced ferroelectricity in the sulfurized

films, which has been supported by both theoretical calculations
and experiments. This study suggests that the polarization
enhancement is caused by the sulfurization-driven polarization
rotation. Our work highlights the enormous potential of utilizing
anion-induced polarization state changes in diverse oxide mate-
rials, paving the way for a new generation of multifunctional
materials with exceptional performance.

Data and materials availability

All data needed to evaluate the conclusions in the paper are
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Fig. 5 Lattice dynamics and electronic structure analysis. (A) Raman spectra of BiFeO3 (BFO) and sulfurized BFO (BFOS), along with schematics of zone-
center vibrational normal modes for the tetragonal BFO with P4mm symmetry (insets). (B) Schematic of the 3d orbital of Fe in the FeO6 octahedron. (C)
X-ray absorption Fe L3-edge and (D) O K-edge spectra of BFO and BFOS; the blue- and orange-outlined areas indicate the difference obtained by
subtracting the intensity of BFO from that of BFOS.
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